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ABSTRACT ^ 

The permanent order of deacon is proposed ill the ^ 
Onited Hethodist Church. The following are suggestions tor governing 
representative ministry so it can be structured to enliven and renew 
^ the life of Onited Methodism: (IJ any view of diaconal and other * 
representditive ministries must be seen in relation to the general 
mini^ry of all Christians; (2) th^ calling of di^aconal ainistries 
(deacons) is essentially an enabling ministry for the larger, Jbody of 
Christians; (3) the order of deacon is an appropriate designation for 
the twen:ti^th century; (4) ^ordination is historically a more accurate 
^ord. to cdesigne^t^ ministers who are set apart for^^erv ice than is the 
'word consecration; (5) annual conference membership for permanent 
deacons, without a gu^r'anteed appointment and apajrt from the 
^ itinerancy, is not as radical a departure from the present situation 
as it ma^ initially seem to be; (6) for permanent deacons to be 
ordainiid and admitted to annual conference membership, educational 
requirements should be equivalent to those for ordination as elder; 
(7) ordination and conference membership for permanent deacons should 
be based on^the same conditions in other areas as those which prevail 
• for the eldership, including the intention-^of engaging in the 
full-time diaconate on a permanent basis. It is argued 'tnat 
ordination as a permanent deacon and admission to the annual 
conference are to be taken fully as seriously and to. be handled with 
as much care as ordination to the order of elder. The provision for 
. this process- is in the 1980 Book of Discipline. (CC) 
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SOME NOT^ES^ A PERMANENT. DIACONATE 
IN THE -UNITED METHODIST CHURCH 

^ by Howard Grimes ' 



Editor's Note: The 1980 General Conference ordered the Board of HlgheJ^ 
Education and Ministry to prepare legislation on diaconal tninistry that 
would resolvjs some of the questions that have persisted about the diaconal 
mQvement. Ordin^tion^ conference membership f itineracy, and oth^r 
issues are to be addressed by the Ministry Study Committee chaired by 
Dean Dale Dunlap of Saint Paul School of Theology, Kansas City. Jt is 
clear to members of the committee that there ar^e no easy solutions to ' » 
some of the p rob I'ems ^ posed in the study. We are faced witlf'a growing 
prqfessional movement of women and men who are active in 'ministry and 
increasingly ^elf-conscious of th^ir professionalism. Tl^eological and 
equity questions must be faced. 
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All Christian churches are experiencing a^renewed^intei^est in the 
permanent diaconate. The needs for professional ministry ha^e become^ 
more apparent and urgent.^ In Roman Catholicism, the lack of priests has- 
encouraged the development of a diaconate of " liturgy '^nd service.'' 
Lutherans have developed a concept of ordained and "commissioned" 
ministers. 'The special details of a denominational tradition influence 
the shapes 6f the diaconal movement, but the movement itself is growing J 
The board encourages wide discussion of this movement and J.ts pladb anc 
role in the ministry of the church. Occasional Papers will be a fori; 
for presentation and debate on this issue in the months ahead. Reads 
may want to^note that Gerald F. Moede's essay "A Renewed piaconate 
the United Mqthodist Church?" ( Occasional Paper number. 22} is ^tilfi. ' \ ^ 
available for study. ' _ 

Howard Grimes has served as a member of the Division of ' Diaconal/ Ministry 
of BHEM. Professor of Christian education ^t Perkins School .of/ Theology 
at Southern Methodist University, he retjLred this year' but w^ill tedch 
next year at Perkins. ' This essay represents his continuing ^entribution ^ 
to the discussion^ on the diaconal ministry. . ' */ / / ' ^ , , 

F. Thomas Ttotier 
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, I me latest form of the perfnanent diaconate in the United Methodist 
Chunch requires adjustment in our thinking. During the past few years I 
have been invQlyed in the process both of rethinking what represer];;atiye 
ministry means and^ow^tt can be structured so as to enliven. and perhaps 
renew the 1 ife'.of* United Methodisrp. The following seven propositions 
represent th6 conclusion* to which' I have come during this process of 
• rethinking. . • 

' * !• Any view of diaconal . and other represent^itive-ministries must 
be seen in relation to the general ministry oAall Christians . The 
general .ministry of all Christians is conferred"by baptism into the 
"People of God" ( ho lads to'u Theou ), Calling is related to gifts, 
according to Romans 12:4r8 and 1 Corinthians 12:4-11. Ephesians 4:11-12 
apparently rep'riesents' a transition to a represen:^ative ministry,, where 
apostles, prophex:s^ evangelists, and pastor-teachers exist "for the - 

equipment of the saints (Christians) /or tlje work of ministry " The 

deacons of Acts 6:1.-6 were selected for th« special ministry of "waiting, 
on>tables,"» but functions were flexible and one of the deacons, Stephen, 
soon assumed anoth'er role, that of preacher/teacher (Acts 6:8-15). Only 
in 1 Timothy 3:1-10 are "orders" of ministry clearly stated, that of - 
' bisRops and deacons. ' * ^ ' 

How the understanding of all Christians as mir)isters was gradually 
eroded and how it has been revived at various times- in the history of 
the church are not the subject of this i)rief 1)aper. ' Suffice it to say 
that the United Methodist Church now affirms the general ministry of wall 
Christians (see pars. 301, 401, 19^0 Book of Disciplfne ). The represen- 
tative ministry— elder and diacQnal--is. understood as b'eing called out 
of the general ministry for special functions . (pars! 302, 402). 

2. The calling of dia'conal ministries (cjeacofe) is essentially 
to an enabling ministry for the larger body of Christians (par.^ 301 ). 
The Greek word froTn which "deacon" and related words. are derived means 
".service" or "servant." In Acts serviqe was first related ta the 
meeting_of physical needs. Later, the act of enablirm was as assistant 

\tQ thel)riest. In the Reformed tradition (Jotrn- Calvin y, deacons were 
^ given the responsibility for caring for the sick and administering alms, 
'often deacons- have been understood a^ inferior to other' ministers, but 
such apparently was not the original intention. A contemporary writer, 
J'i'G. Oavies,/after considej^ing different forms of the diaconate in the 
past, writes: "The diaconate therefore-is or should be a ministry wtth 
a character of its own and should not be regarded, as is often so, as 
an auxiliary functiorvpf a ministry that is set over it" ( A Dictionary 
of Christian Theology V ed. Alan Richardson (Philadelphia: "Westminster 
'Press, 1969) p. 87)7 The 198D'gbok of Discipline recognizes this 
special character as being "to help tg|^ whole of the membership of the 
Church be engaged in and fulfill its ministry of service" '(par. 301). 

^ y • ■ 

3. The order of deacon is an appropriate, designation for a 

the twentieth century; For want of a better de.scrijki,ve word for this 
nrirTistry. professional may be used. Thart is, persons with specific 
gifts (rathei' than the general gifts considered no»:mativQ for elders) 
have cortie to exercise those gifts .in full-time ministries in the church. 
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The two earliest to emerge were .education 'and music. Both have grown 
rapidly duririg past ./iecades. There are now in United Methodism 1,066 

^ Ijersons. certified in educatioo, 325 of whom are also ordained elder, and 
583 certified in music, 86, of whom are ordained elder. There are also 
persons certified in such areas as -evangelism, business management, 

'communications, coirmunity wodiejss, and' other fields. 

Those engagedxin such fullTtime ministries cannot in any sense be , 
considered as Pa<"tyOf the general ministry, in the way in wHich all 
baptized C-hristdin?^re. These special'ized jninis.ters have been called 
out of the qeneral ministry for sp^ciaT, representative ministries. The 
service tney do is not identiealj with .that which in other periods of the 
church h"&s been recognized, as tfie basis for the diaconate, but it is.°a 
logical extension'of such kinds of service. While church musicians may 
also be performer?, the^ chief ministry is the enabling of the con- 
gregation as a whole and'choirs tn .par^ticular to engage in and lead in 
worship.^ Educators may (and ought to) do teaching, which itself is a. 
kind of "perprmance" ministry, but' their chief call is to enable a 
congregation/ especially through its selected teachers, to be engaged 
more infeYitionally in learning. That is, the calling of these and other, 
ynew ministries is to various kinds ot service.' 

Not all of these special i'zed ministers are qualified for "the diaco'nate'i 
'Some- do not meet educational standards and will not wish to 'do so. 
Others are not engaged in full-time professional ministry. Diaconal 
ministry is not foV the band director who directs a choir, or for the 
Retired teacher who has become a part-time director of children's 
ministries. "There are others >ho do_ meet educatio'rTa'rqualiifc^tions or* 
are willing to do so, and whose intention is to engage tn xf^rlrtinie 
ministry in the church as/^ representative minister. The' o'ndV of 
deacon is an iQpproprj^||e designation both historically an^ th^logically 
for those 'who'se intention is to engage in a permanent-ministc^f love, 
service, and justice in the chur(^ and in, the world. ^ 

• ' ' * • 

4. Ordination is historicany a more accurate word to designate 
ministers who are set gpart for service than is the word consecration . 
Not all communions^se the word consecration for the. setting apart . 
.biTSho^s> but United Methodism does/ The traditional- word for^ making 
both (|^)c^^ns and elders is ordination . In Untted Methodism, deacons 
and elders are presently ordained in a *two-£tep proces^, while bishops* 
are consecrated to an office. 

The diaconate, or the permanent 4eacdn, roust, be recognized as an 
order for ordination to be properly used. • It has been so' Irejcognized * 
historicaHy> and there no logical reason why United Methodism cannot 
have boff permanent deacons and deacons^who are on the way to -ordination 
as an elder.' . . . . * • - * " " 

' 5*.. Annual' conference membership for permanent deaconst, without a 
guaranteed appointment and apart from the itinerancy, is no.t as radical ' 
a departure from the present situation as i t-^'may ^initia^lly seem to be . 
Originally there was no membership in the conference apart from partici- 
pation irt the itinerant ("travelfhg'') pastorate.v Tn the days of John 
Wesley's "religious societies," preachers who were conference meirfcers ^ 
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had to be available for appointment anywhere Mr, Wesley decidei^they '( 
sffbuld go. Those who cjau^d not do so cont»inued as^'local ^preadhers ' 
ofterPserving as pastors but with no guarantee of an appQfntment. Ordi- 
nation was not required for confet?efice member;sfiip, and the only*thilig 
,that the nonordained coSild not do that the ordained did was the admin- 
istering of the sacraments. • 
. } ^ V' . • 

/An Itinerant ministry •^.in the .^arly, days of the Methodistt .movement ^ 
was a way^of being sure that pastoral oversight was available* for all 
societies, there were other reasons for it also. For example, an 
original letter in Bridwell Library of Southern Methodist University \ 
was written by John Wesley to Christopher Hopper,. Wesley advises Hopper 
thiht he is to move to Dundee, Scotland, as soon as pos.sible because 
James Ke^shaw^ the present pastor, has become too popular among the 
people of Dundee 1 • . . * " 

. When American M^l^hodism betame a church in 1784, ordinatjon and 
"conference membership became two tracks in the system of providing ere- ■ 

dentials for Methodist. preachers. Ordination provided the mandate for 

Word, sacrament, and order; annual conference membership was initiation 
^into the guild of' preachers i*n a particular location. The conference 

was the association that provided support, financial and othenyise^ for 

the ordained. ^ 



During the past fifty ye^', major changes have occurred in the'j 
character of the itinerancy. Congregations now have a much greater say 
in who their pa^sl^r will be, •and pastors are consulted concerning where 
they will be sent. Also,. a new form of ministry has arisen, formerly ~ 
called "special appointment" and now designated as "extension ministry." 
those in such appointments normally secure their own position or are_ 
offered it by arn extraparish situation,' These appointments include . 
seminary and college teaching, the armed forces and hospital chaplaincy, 
^interdenominational positions, and work in United Methodist boards aad 
agencies, and even non-church-related ministries. 

Although, ministers in all of these extension ministries are subject 
tO' the authority cff the bishops including his or her appointing function, 
this author/ty has incre^asin^ly not been Exercised, For all practical 
purposes they are not members of the itinerancy, and, in fact^ they may' 
create problems for the bishop and the cabinet when they exercise their 
conference right of a guaranteed appointment. A 1980 provision that makes 
the Division of Chaplains and Related Ministries responsible for providing 
•general oversight for chaplains "under endorsement*' is another small, but 
real, step tqvyard changing the chaVacte^* of a once impregnable itinerant • 
ministry ( Book of Discipline^ par. 1610l2d). 

Permanent deacons as confereW members ^ho negotiate their appoint- 
ments with the apprpval of the! bishop and the cabinet, (pari. 3lO) would be 
in a situation not greatly unlike that of these dx^slon ministries-rwith 
one exception: they would not be guaranteed an appointment as elders' inf 
'extension ministry are. We already* have, in fact, several forms of con- 
ference membership to which *anpther would be added: itinerant"^ members, 
extension ministry members, probationary members (who may be. associate 
members or d^cons), and now we would have.diaconrfl m^mbers^* . . ' ' . 
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This new \ind\of .membership wQuld not add a^large number to annual 
conference rolls. ^Nt present the single largest number of Biaconal min- 
isters is in the bounds of the Florida Conferencfe— 42; the* second largest ' 
number is 40, in New Mexico; and the third, in-North Texas-with 37/ Most 
of these came into diacpnal ministry under the provision th^it lay workers 
could t>;ansfer to the diaconate. "Under this provision, some of these ' ^ 
persons did not have the edocatiortal' qualifications now in pl-ace for diaconal 
ministers; In 1980 .the largest number^^. newly consecrated diaconal ministers , 
was in the North Carolina Conference, with 5; only'ipne other cbnfere^nce, the 
Northwest Texas, had as many as 4. )rhose conferences with the largest ^ 
ndmBer. already consecrated receiver! o^ily o/d"or. two: Florida, 2; New Mexico', ^^ 
and North Texas, 1. 'In other words / there appears to be no danger that ^ 
pe^'manent deacons wilf overrun the ag^nual conferences. One important -deterring 
factor is that most pastor^} charges cannot afford' a -second full-time staff 
, member. - • - 

) ^ f K • 

* FoY^ permanent deacons to be ordained and ^agnfKtt^d td^antiual con- 
ference membership, educational reqtiirements should be^equivalent to those 
for ordination as elder . This is ^true'for seyeral reasons: the basic reason 
is that there §hould be a ponron educational standard for conference menibersliip- 
either a theologica-1 schj5o1 education or alternate studie?. Such^equi valency 
is also necessary Tor equality of -ministerial performance between the two 
kinds of representati ve'ministers (not, of course, that education assures 

.ministerial- competency!). It likewise provides^the basis on which mutual 
respect between. eTd^rs and permanent deacons can -be built. 

But what does "equivalenfcy" mean? Educational requirements need not 
be identical : 9l ders require a broad-bafeed education not only in the > 
biblical, historical , theological', and-^thical fiel<js but also in regard 
to the various rpinisterial funct;ions. asscJcialJed with pastoral ministry.' 
Deacons should have a comparable base in the biblicaU historical, theo- 
logical, and ethical fields" but require ministerial competency primarily ^ 
-nn their specialized field. For- example, deacons in the educational ministry 
do not preach', administer the s'deraments , or^lea.d- congregational worship. 
.Therefore it may well be that the two-year Master of Religious Education 
degeee can be considered equiva^Tfent to the Master of Divinity degree: This 
•is not to say that there are not prbblems'relatg;^ to. equivalency: for 
example, technical 'preparation for mu>i^c ministry is so extensive that full 
equivalency in "general theological education is difficult to achieve., Foy 
all deacons, hpwever', equivalency^both in decree work and in alfernate^^^ 
s'ltudies will fleed to be determine't^. ' / ^ , '" 

. ' ■ ■ y - '' ■ \ 

7. Ordination and .conference membership foi» permanent . deacons should 
be based on the same conditions in Sther areas as those which prevail for 
the eldership, includiffcf the intention of engagajiq in th6 full-time diaeonate 
on a permanent^basis . Many of the conditions set forth in pars. 303--6 df the 
1980 Bo ok of\ Discipline are equivalent to, those* for the deacon-elder ordination - 
(paVs. 403-7X413-8, 422-7'-).' Insofar as^ they are r>ot equivalent, they would 
' need to be- changed.' • .' • - ^ 

/ • ^ • . ■ . - ■ 

The- intention of Engaging, vn full-time diaconal ministry on a permanent 

■ basis is listed separately because'-professional ministry has not always 
'involved'£h>s condition. This is as it "should be, for the church needs 

■ persoRS who provide specialized service both temporarily and permanently. 
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The.diaconate requires a. different level 
full-time work on a permanent basis. 



of intentionality, however: 



Intention of permanency does not, of coarse, mean that one is locked 
ipto either elder or diaconal ministry^ I once knew a perfon who was' 
ordained elder, admitted into full conne^ction, aTid "located" at a single 
session of an annual conference. I'have known over the years many seminary 
graduates who, for various reasons, did not remain in the itinerant ministry, 
or did not keep their orders^ What i ntentional permanency does mean^is that 
at the time of ordination and admission into the conference the'person thinksl 
of ,him/hersjelf as being in representative ministry for an indefinite period— ' 
life or some major p^rt of it. ' * 



foA 



Whatjmust be made clear to candidates for the permanent diaconate -and 
to the church at large is that ordina-tion as a permanent deacon and admission 
to the /annual conference is to be taken fully as seriously a-nd to be 
handled with as much care as ordination to the order of elder. The pro- 
visiory for this process is in place\in the 1980 'Book oj Discipline , and 
confe^'ence boards of diaconal^ministry^must assess the personal, spiritual, 
educ^ti£)J3al , and church qualifications of candidates for the permanenj 
djaconate as^carefully as most conference'^'boards of ordained ministry now 
do f)^r' elders. Indeed, it would seem that at some time in the future 
thes^ two boards should be merged with the title of conference board of 
ordalined ministry, 'or conference board of r*epresentati ve ministry. Both 
of these . titles wjll mi lita^r against the common tendency of identifying 
mimstry'with ordination. The clear statements concerning ggnera-l 'ministry 
already in the 1980 Book' of Discipl ine .must be preser\/ed through the'' 
distinction betwee^ general and representative m'inis^tryS- ^ ' 

I On the basis o\ these seven propositions, with the' conditions stated^ 
herein and with other conditions already in the 1980 Book of Discipline 
orl to be included therein, I can see no logical or theological reason for 
not having a permanent or^der of deacon, ordained to J^e, service and 
justice, with full membership in the. annual coRfererice. Moreoyer',, the 
weight of positive evidence indicates that we have reached thfe time in 
the Dnited Methodist Church when-^such a step is both jn keepjng with the 
tradition of the church in general and with the United Methodist Churqh ^ 
particular, and necessary for the well-being of. the Body of ^Christ. 
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